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For several decades, the Dominican Republic’s apparel sector was—along with tourism—the motor
of spectacular economic growth. In nearly 50 free-trade zones dotted across the country, hundreds
of apparel companies employed tens of thousands of workers. The apparel factories manufactured
and/or assembled clothing—mainly trousers, shirts, T-shirts, and underwear—destined for export to
the US.
As recently as 2000, around 145,000 Dominican workers toiled in apparel factories in the freetrade zones, and the sector’s exports totaled US$2.5 billion. But, starting in 2004, a series of events
exposed the sector’s lack of international competitiveness, and the Dominican apparel business has
undergone a dramatic collapse.
By 2009, Dominican textile and apparel companies employed just 41,000 workers, and exports had
fallen to US$939 million. During the first three quarters of 2010, the sector has continued to contract,
with output dropping by 7% compared with the same period in the previous year.
The most important factor contributing to this change in fortune was phasing out the Multi-Fiber
Arrangement (MFA), which was completed in early 2005. For 30 years, the MFA had regulated global
trade in textile and apparel products. It was notable mainly for permitting major apparel importers
such as Canada, the US, and the European Union (EU) to set limits or quotas on the amount of
foreign-made apparel and textiles they would allow into their countries from any specific producing
country.
The main impact of these import quotas was to restrict the amount of apparel coming in from China
and some other countries in the Far East and therefore allow countries such as the Dominican
Republic to meet the unfulfilled demand. Once the MFA expired, the Dominican Republic was
unable to compete with the cheaper apparel exports provided by China, Hong Kong, Viet Nam, and
Bangladesh.
"Our textile and apparel industry has changed dramatically in the last six years," explained José
Torres, executive vice president of La Asociación Dominicana de Zonas Francas (ADOZONA).
"We feared that the ending of the Multi-Fiber Arrangement at the end of 2004 could cost the sector
30,000-40,000 jobs. We actually lost 60,000-70,000 jobs."

Conditions worsen for many workers
In the context of mass redundancies and declining orders, it is not surprising to learn that conditions
for workers who still have jobs in the apparel factories in the Dominican Republic’s free-trade zones
show no signs of improvement.
Two recent reports by the US-based Worker Rights Consortium (WRC) suggest that foreign
companies that have maintained operations in the Dominican free-trade-zone apparel sector
continue to systematically violate workers’ rights. The WRC is a labor-rights nongovernmental
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organization (NGO) contracted by more than 185 universities, and cities like Los Angeles and
San Francisco, to ensure that their "sweat-free" logo clothing is actually produced under decent
conditions.
In December 2010, the WRC published the findings of its investigation into labor practices at a
Dominican apparel factory owned and operated by the Missouri-based military and public-safety
uniform manufacturer Propper International, Inc. At the Suprema facility in the San Pedro de
Macorís free-trade zone, the WRC found "credible evidence of violations of relevant laws in the
areas of wages and hours, freedom of association, sale of work tools to employees, and medical
leave."
Following the company’s rigorous attempts to break the workers union in 2001, the union’s only
remaining members are the seven employees who comprise its leadership committee and enjoy
statutory protection against dismissal. The committee’s members report that other workers at the
factory tend to avoid them for fear of retaliation from factory management.
The union’s general secretary told the WRC, "When they [the managers] see workers speaking to
me, even if it has nothing to do with the union, they fire them."
In January 2011, the WRC reported on its investigation into allegations of labor-rights violations
by the Canadian company Gildan Activewear, at its Gildan Dortex textile facility in Guerra, near
the capital Santo Domingo. At the plant, which employs about 1,000 workers, the WRC verified
systematic threats of termination and blacklisting of workers by Gildan management that were
"designed to destroy efforts by workers to organize an independent union."
When these actions failed to thwart the unionization drive, Gildan management colluded with "an
unrepresentative labor organization to put in place an illegitimate collective-bargaining agreement,
as a means of avoiding having to bargain with workers’ freely chosen representatives."

Factory aims to show doing good can pay off
In the midst of this bleak scenario, there is a beacon of hope. In the free-trade zone in the town of
Villa Altagracia, a recently opened garment-assembly factory is acting as a model and a test case of
what can happen when workers are paid decent wages and union organizing is allowed.
The Alta Gracia factory’s 130 workers are paid a "living wage"—generally defined as the amount
of money needed to adequately feed and shelter a family—in this case, three times the average pay
of the country’s apparel workers. At Alta Gracia, the workers union flourishes and takes part in
meetings with management.
The factory, which opened in 2008, is owned by Knights Apparel, a company based in South
Carolina, which is the leading supplier of college-logo apparel to universities in the US. All eyes are
on the Alta Gracia factory to see how it will compete with other apparel makers when its wages are
so much higher.
Joseph Bozich, the CEO of Knights, is optimistic. "We’re hoping to prove that doing good can be
good business. That they’re not mutually exclusive," he says.
Alta Gracia already has orders to make T-shirts and sweatshirts for bookstores at 400 US
universities, and campaigning groups are actively backing the project.
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At the ground level, the project is making a big difference. Workers are able to build bigger, sturdier
houses and to properly feed themselves and their children, and other businesses in the village are
flourishing as the workers spend money on necessities.

-- End --
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